High-dose i.v. contrast in CT scanning of the postoperative lumbar spine.
Evaluation of the postoperative lumbar spine is sometimes difficult because of obliteration of epidural fat by hypertrophic scarring. We examined 70 patients using a high-dose intravenous contrast technique in an attempt to distinguish hypertrophic scarring from herniated disk. The CT interpretation was confirmed in all 17 patients who had follow-up operations. Thirteen had herniated disk material associated with scar and four had hypertrophic scarring only. The latter four patients underwent reoperation because of concomitant foraminal or spinal canal stenosis seen on CT. Twelve of the herniated disks had the expected appearance of a nonenhancing mass surrounded by a rim of enhancing scar tissue. In the 13th patient, homogeneous enhancement of the herniated disk was seen. It is thought that chronically herniated disks, such as this one, may incite enough surrounding scar to give the CT appearance of an enhancing disk. Finally, marginal enhancement in the anulus fibrosus region was seen in over 90% of disk spaces examined. Although an anatomical explanation cannot be given at present, this phenomenon is thought to represent a normal finding.